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you may travel by rail via Mcrv in the Turkoman Socialist Soviet
Republic to the harbour of Krasnovodsk on the Caspian Sea and
thence by boat to Baku and western Europe. Another line runs
from Mcrv by way of Bokhara to Kokand in the Uzbeg Republic
and is to continue from there to Balkh. Balkh is at present a third-
rate village, situated among the vast ruins of that ancient Bactria
which 3000 years ago was as important as Paris is to-day. It was
the original centre of that highly ethical religious movement
started by Zoroaster (or Zarathustra) which not only conquered
Persia and penetrated as far as the Mediterranean, but which in a
modified form was so popular among the Romans that for a long
time it was one of the most serious rivals of Christianity.
England meanwhile has been pushing her railway from
Hyderabad to Quctta in Baluchistan, and from there towards
Kandahar, where in 1880 the British avenged themselves for their
defeat of the first Afghan war.
But there is still another part of the Iranian plateau which
deserves some attention. To-day it is merely the shadow of its
former greatness, but it must have been an extraordinarily inter-
esting land when the name of Persia stood for all that was
most excellent in painting and literature, and above all things in
the difficult art of living. The first period of glory came six cen-
turies before Christ, when Persia was the centre of an empire
which reached all the way from Macedonia to India. This was
destroyed by Alexander, but five hundred years later, under the
dynasty of the Sassanids, the Persians restored the ancient realm
of Xerxes and Cambyscs. They restored the Zoroastrian faith in
all its former purity, collected the sacred writings into one volume,
the famous Zend-Avesta^ and made the desert flower with the
roses of Ispahan*
Early during the seventh century the Arabs conquered Persia
and Mohammed defeated Zoroaster. But if it is true that one
shall know a country by its literature, then the works of Omar,
the tent-maker's son from Nishapur, bear witness to the exquisite
taste that flourished once upon a time in these desert lands
between Kurdistan and Khorasan. A professor of mathematics,